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REPORT. 



To the Honorable the Legislature of the State of New York: 

The present Board of Tax Commilssioiiers, under the ippovisions 
of the Revfeed Tax Law of 1896, which became operative in June 
last, succeeded to the powers and duties, somewhat enlarged, of 
the former Board of State Assessors*. 

The alterations made in the revised law are directed more espe- 
cially to the (better enforcement of its provisions than to any radical 
change in substance, and in accordance with such manifefit purpose 
we have directed our efforts during the first year of our incumbency 
to a furtherance of that end. 

In ,conf ormity with the requirements of the statute, we have vis- 

4 

ited during the past year the counties of Allegany, Albany, Broome, 
Cayuga, Chautauqua, Chemung, Columbia, Cortland,, Erie, Genesee, 
Herkimer, Jefferson, Kings, Madison^ Monroe, New York, Niagara, 
Onondaga, Ontario, Orange, Orleans, Oswego, Putnam, Saratoga, 
Seneca, St. Lawrence, Tioga, Tompkins, Wayne, Westchester, Wyo- 
ming and Yates, for the purpose of obtaining such information rela- 
tive to the actual value of real property in the counties as would 
enable us to present to our associates in the State Board of Equali- 
zation^ tables which would effect an equitable distrifbution of the 
State taxes. We are not confident that entire success has been at-' 
tained in reaching this result, or that the State equalization does 
not bear too heavily on some of the counties, but equity has been the 
only end in view and pursued to the best of our ability with the 
facilities at our command. 
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The personnel of the local boards of assessors in the various 
towns of the State is changed each year at the annual town elec- 
tion, generally held in the month of March, and their assessments, 
'so far as it relates to the ascertainment of :proi)erty to be assessed, 
are required by statute to be completed by the 1st of July following. 
In order, therefore, to make such investigation of local methods of 
assessment and to give such instructions as are required to the 
assessors who are to make such aissessments and within the time 
in which they are to be made, it is necessary to make these visits 
to half the counties of the State after the newly-elected assessors 
shall have entered upon the duties of their oflSce and before the 
1st day of July following. The inadequacy of the information ob- 
tainable in a meeting of a few hours with officials of each county, 
upon which to base a reliable estimate of the actual percentage of 
assessment to real value, is apparent, but with the added facilities 
which the new law has given to the State Board of Tax Commission- 
ers we hope hereafter to supplement the data obtained on these 
visits with such facts secured from other reliable sources as shall 
enable us to more accurately and fairly establish the desired result. 

In common with our predecessors in office, as we gather from 
careful examination of their reports, our naost serious difficulties 
in carrying out the duties imposed upon us by law arise from the 
failure of local assessors to assess property at its full value, and 
more particularly the failure to discover and assess personal prop- 
erty. 

In 1874 the Board of State Assessors, in its report to the Legis- 
lature in that year, said: 

" From our examinations we are satisfied that less than 15 per 
cent, of the personal property of the State liable to taxation finds 
a place on the rolls of the assessor. ♦ ♦ ♦ The amount of per- 
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sonal property assessed in some of the counties is less than, the bank- 
ing capital^ and the same is true of thirty towns and cities, amxmg 
which are eome of the most prosperous in the State/' 

The Board of 1880, in its annual report of that year, makes this 
statement: 

" It seems, however, to be patent to every one who has given any 
attention to this matter of the assessment of personal property, that 
the present practice is a farce and should no longer be tolerated. 
The law should be changed so as to make it pay more or it should 
all be exempted, but we do not wish to be understood aa assenting 
to the last proposition." 

The State Assessors of 1892, in their annual report, use this 
language: 

" Laws for the assessment of personal property have failed to do 
their work, and the failure becomes more complete and mor^ unjust 
with every successive year.'^ 

In 1870 the assessment of personal property was 22 per cent, of 

the total assessment of all taxable proi)erty in the State. In 1896 

it was 12.4 per cent. One of the most glaring instances of dropping 

I)ersonal property from the roll is cited in the report of counsel to 

revise tax laws, to the Legislature of 1893, where it is said that in 

the city of Brooklyn within the preceding year, one and one-half 

millions of dollars of personal property had been dropped from the 

assessment-rolls, and at that time the personal property in that city 

paid only 4 per cent, of the tax levied. Counsel making the report 
added : 

" This is so manifestly unfair to those persons who contribute by 

taxes to the support of the government that it ought not to be 

tolerated for a moment, <and if no method can be devised by which 

all personal property may be fairly reached and assessed at its full 

value, the system should be abandoned." 
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The fiame report calls attention to the fact that, " This inequality 
of taxation between real and personal property had then been a 
crying evil for many yeare, and that as time goes on it seems to 
have increased rather than diminished,'' and the conclusion is 
stated that, " Either substantially all personal property must be 
reached and subjected to assesement or personal property should be 
entirely exempted." 

These views accord with the result of our own experience and 
observation. 

In this connection we desire to express our concurrence with one 
form of remedy suggested in the same report as follows: 

" We are constrained to believe that the most fruitful source of 
diflfliculty in the assessment of personal property is the present pro- 
vision of the statute allowing a deduction of indebtedness by the 
owner of personal property assessed." 

In speaking of the difla-cultiesof assessment of personal property, 
the State Assessors, in their report to the Legislature in 1882, said: 

" The one great obstacle to such an assessment is the allowance 
of the deduction for debts, and we are compelled again to call attend- 
tion to the fact that this allowance is the cause of far more ine- 
quality and oppression than it remedies, and that no great im- 
provement in the system of our taxation is possible until it is abol- 
ished or essentially modified." 

In the previous year the same Board used this language: 
. " The allowance of deduction for debts is the chief obstacle to 
ithe assessment of personal property, and we believe that the only 
effective remedy that can be applied is to assess personal property 
as real property is now assessed, without deduction for diebts." 

The report of the State Assessors in 18&2, heretofore quoted, 
upon the same subject says: 
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. ^ The abo'lition of the righ^t to deduct debts from the value of 
personal property is a simple remedy for a great part of the failure 
of our tax system, and enactments of this character have been in- 
troduced in former Legislatures and have been sustained by the 
concurrent opinion® of the Comptroller audi other financial officers 
of the State, and by a strong array of public sentiment. No sub- 
stantial argument can be presented against this enactment. * ♦ * 
There is no remedy but in the entire abolition of the law allowing 
exemption for debts. There is no other way to place real and per- 
sonal property on an equal footing. From the first this rule has 
been applied to real estate, and the Legislaturee have refused to 
change it, fully realizing the imiportance of retaining a reliable 
and trustworthy basis of taxation without serious impairment if 
indebtedness was deducted. * ♦ * Every argument against ap- 
plying an exemption to real estate applies with equal force to per- 
sonal propertyi." 

This unjust and inequitable discrimination in favor of personal 
property is meeting with increased opposition and remonstrance^ 
especially in the agricultural counties, as the burden upon real es- 
tate is becoming more oppressive with the continual depreciation 
in the value of farm lands. 

We have found a prevailing opinion among the residents of cities 
that the percentage of assessment of real estate, to actual value, is 
higher in the various dties of the State than in rural communities. 
Whatever may have been the fact in the pa<^, we are entirely satis- 
fied that no such condition exists as a rule to-day. As far back, 
however, as 1873, the State Assessors of that year, in their report 
said: 

" Until we entered upon this investigation we were of the opinion 
that the valuation of real estate in the country was very much less 
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(than it aught to be when compared with the valuation of cities, but 
the testimony of supervisors an'di assessors representing both city 
and' country, confirmed by the opinions of a large number of intelli- 
gent gentlemen in different districts, compel uis' to change our views, 
and we are farced to the conclusion that the real estate of the coun- 
try, with here and there an exception, bears its full proportion of 
the tax imposed for State purposes. ♦ ♦ ♦ if residents of cities 
jwho think themselves oppressed by the country in thi*® matter of 
'taxation will go over the State and take full notes of life and labor 
there, they will doubtless change their opinions." 

If this was true in 1873^ it is much more emphatically so now^ as 
in- many rural counties of the State there has been depreciation in 
the value of agricultural landis, since that date, of 50 per cent., 
while in most of the cities the value of real estate has steadily in- 
creased. 

, We desire further to call attention to the inequality and injustice 
iwhidh result from the present provisiouis of law exempting deposits 
in »avings banks from taxation. In enumerating the various 
classes of exemption, the wording of the statute as regards savings 
ibanks is as follows: 

" The deposits in any bank for savings which are due depositors, 
the accumulations in any d'omestic life insurance corporation held 
for the exclusive benefit of the insured, other than real estate and 
stocks, now liable for taxation; and the accumulations of any in- 
©orporated co-operative loan association upon the shares of su-ch 
association held by any person." 

The literal reading of this clause would certainly seem to exempt 
from taxation all deposits in savings banks either to the bank or to 
the depositor, and in the absence of a judicial decision, since the 
adoption of this provision in its present form, we have so con- 
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«trued it When consulted as to its scope and meaning. Our atten- 
tion, 'however, has been oalled to a recently published) opinion by- 
Deputy Attorney-Oeneral Parsons, holding that the exemption 
applies only to banks, and does not exempt depositors from taxa- 
tion on their deposits. The assessor has no means of ascertaining 
the names of depositors or the amount of their deposits^ and a very 
large jproportion of this iclass of property escai)es taxation^ while 
(the tax falls with great hardship upon those whose deposits are, 
accidentally or otherwise, ascertained and) assessed. 

The interest paid on' d>eposits by savings banks is from three to 
four per cent. In several of the cities of this State the tax rate 
is over two and a half per cent. In these instances, if deposits are 
assessed to the depositors, the result must necessarily be to drive 
out of the savings banks of this State the poorer class of depositors 
for whose benefit such banks were instituted. 

On the other hand, large amounts of money are undoubtedly de- 
posited in savings banks by people of comparative wealth, either 
because of the facility afforded for escaping taxation or because 
the income therefrom is as large as cani be obtained elsewhere with 
equally satisfactory security, or for both reasons. There seems to 
be no good reason why the seven hundred millions of dollars on 
deposit in the savings banks of this State should entirely escape 
taxation^ but it should all be taxed or all be exempt, and the law 
so framed that such result may be obtained with uniformity and 
certainty. 

We believe that a small uniform tax payable by the banks upon 
all deposits liable thereto, directly to the Comptroller of the State, 
would yield a considerable revenue to the State without necessi- 
tating decreased dividends to the depositors of any single bank, 
although of course decreasing the accumulated surplus by the 
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amoun-c of the tax, an.d we would respectfully recoimmend legisla- 
tion looking to the accomplishment of that purpose. 

In the effort to obtain a better enforcement of the statutory re- 
quirement that all property not exempt from taxation be assessed 
at its full value, this Board has placed itself in communication with 
the local boards of asisessors in all the towns of the State, calling 
their attention directly to the demands of the statute in that reepect^ 
and advising that any illegal attempt to evade personal taxation 
coming to their knowledge should be reported to the district at- 
torney of the county in which It occurs for his investigation, and 
this Board has also communicated with the district attorneys of 
the several counties, aisking their active co-operation in the effort 
to obtain a legal and honest assessment. In two counties, Wash- 
ington and Westchester, the grand juries have taken action against 
local assessors. The effect of the proceedings in Waehington 
county was an increase of 13 per cent, in the assessment of real 
estate and 4?1 per cent, in the assessment of personal property. 

In Westcheeter county, several assessors are now under indict- 
ment. Judge Keogh^ in discharging the grand jury of that county 
recently, spoke, in substance, as follows: 

" The examination which you have made has been patient, im- 
partial and most intelligent. In some cases the testimony has been 
60 clear as to compel you to find indictment. The presentment 
which you have made is a wholesome arraignment of incapable 
public oflficialfi. ' It will be welcomed by all good citizens and will 
be received by the law evading citizens as a notice to the'm that in 
this county henceforth an honest effort will be made to place all 
citizens equally under the law. It has satisfied me and all who i^ad 
It^ that in almost every town of this county, with one splendid ex- 
ception, millions of dollars worth of personal property have en- 
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tirely escaped taxation, thereby oaueing a laost unju®t and odious 
burden upon the owners of real estate. I shall be here next Octo- 
ber to hold a term of the Supreme Court, the remaining work of 
this year will not then be completed, and I will see to it that every 
assessor in this county is again summoned before that grand jury 
to convince them, that the patriotic work which you have begun 
will be honestly and courageously prosecuted to its end." 

Copies of these remarks of Judge Keogh and of extracts from the 
presentment by the grand jury of Westchester county have been 
sent by this Board to every board of local assessors in the State. 

State Equalization. 

A meeting of the State Board of Equalization, held at the office 
of the Secretary of State, in the city of Albany, on the 9th day of 
September, 1896. 

Present — Charles T. Saxton, Lieutenarit-Govemor; John Palmer, 
Secretary of State; James A. Roberts, Comptroller; A. B. Colvin, 
State Treasurer; T. E. Hancock, Attorney-General; C. W. Adams, 
State Engineer; Martin Heermance, Edward L. Adams, Rollin L. 
Jenkins, Tax Commissioners. 

Absent — Hamilton Fish, Speaker of the Assembly. 

The following table of percentages, and equalization based 
thereon, for the several counties was adopted: 

Counties. Percentage. 

Albany 75 

Allegany 70 

Broome 73 

Cattaraugus. 70 

Cayuga. . 69 

Chautauqua 68 
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Counties. Percentage. 

Chemung 68 

Chenango. 73 

Clinton 66 

Columbia 67 

Cortland 55 

Delaware 60 

Dutches 71 

Erie .70 

Essex 78 

Franklin 70 

Fulton. 60 

Genesee 60 

Greene 72 

Hamilton 92 

Herkimer .58 

Jefferson 80 

Kings : 68 

Lewis 60 

Livingston 70 

Madison. , 67 

Monroe 70 

Montgomery 70 

New York 63 

Niagara 75 

Oneida 60 

Onondaga 85 

Ontario 78 

Orange ,62 

Orleans 78 
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Ck>unties. Percentage^ 

Osw€go 71 

t 

Otsego 5^ 

Putnam 12 

Queens , 50' 

Rensselaer 80 

Biohmond 60 

Rockland • 58 

Saratoga 60 

Schenectady 69 

Schoharie 80 

Schuyler : 65 

Seneca 79 

St. Lawrence 84 

Steuben 8ft 

Suffolk 62 

Sullivan 70 

Tioga 75 

Tompkins 65 

Ulster. 71 

Warren 80 

Wafihington 75 

Wayne 71 

Westchester 51 

Wyoming 66 

Yates 65 

Average per cent for entire State, .658 
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ThefoUawing table shows the amount of real and personal assessed 

in the year nained: 



YEARS. 



1864 

1866 

1866 

1867 

1868 

1869 

1870 

1871 

1872 

1873 

1874 

1875 

1876 

1877 

1878 

1879 

1880 

1881 

1882 

1883 

1884 

1886 

1886 

1887 , 

1888 

1889 

1890 

1891 

1892 

1893 / 

1894 

1895 

1896 



Real Estate. 



$1 
1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

1 

2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
2 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
3 
4 



,158 


,327, 


,196 


,403, 


,237 


,703, 


,327 


,403, 


,418 


,132, 


,532 


,720, 


,599 


,930, 


,644 


,379, 


,692 


,523, 


,750 


,698, 


,960 


,352, 


,108, 


326, 


.376, 


252, 


,373, 


418, 


,333, 


669, 


,315, 


400, 


,340, 


335, 


,432, 


661, 


,657, 


218, 


,669, 


173, 


,762, 


348, 


,899, 


899, 


,025, 


.229, 


,122, 


588, 


,213, 


171, 


,298, 


323, 


,397, 


234, 


,526, 


645, 


,626, 


645, 


,761, 


679, 


,841, 


682, 


,908, 


853, 


,041, 


826, 



,371 
,416 
,092 
,886 
,855 
,907 
,166 
,410 
,071 
,918 
,703 
,872 
,178 
,419 
,813 
,626 
,690 
,378 
,240 
,011 
,218 
,062 
,788 
,084 
,201 
,931 
,679 
,815 
,093 
,384 
,748 
,377 
,586 



PerBona]. 



$392 
334 
436 
438 
441 
434 
452 
447 
437 
418 
407 
357 
379 
364 
362 
322 
340 
351 
315 
346 
332 
324 
336 
346 
354 
385 
382 
405 
491 
540 
562 
541 
544 



,552 

,826 

,404 

,685 

,987 

,280 

,607 

,248 

,102 

,608 

,427 

,441 

,488 

,960 

,469 

,468 

,921 

,021 

,039 

,418 

,383 

,783 

,898 

,611 

,268 

,329 

,159 

,094 

,675 

,708 

,193 

,621 

,311 



,314 

,220 

,633 

,254 

,915 

,278 

,732 

,035 

,315 

,955 

,399 

,401 

,140 

,110 

,320 

,712 

,916 

,189 

,085 

,361 

,239 

,281 

,389 

,861 

,556 

,131 

,067 

,684 

,158 

,935 

,379 

,122 

,657 
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APPENDIX 



APPEN DIX. 



The total assessment of property in the State of New York for 
the year 1896, as returned by the local assessors, was as follows : 

Total assessed value of real estate $4 ? 041 j 826 > 586 

Total assessed value of personal . . . $544 > 311 j 557 
Less personal not taxable locally for 

State purposes 795l52>449 

465 , 159 , 108 



Total assessed value of real and personal subject 
to local taxation for all purposes for the year 
1896 $4,506,985,694 



Total assessed value of real estate f of 1895 $3,908,853,377 

Total assessed value of personal . . . $541 , 621 , 122 
Less personal not taxable locally for 

State purposes 81,761,596 

459 , 859 , 526 



Total assessed value of real and personal subject 
to local taxation for all purposes for the year 
1895 $4,368,712,903 



Increase real assessment $132,973,209 

Increase personal assessment 5,299,582 



Total increase assessment for 1896 $138,272,791 
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^personal property. 
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